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ABSTRACT 





The purpose of the present investigation was to examine if self-talk may affect the reading comprehension and knowledge on health education of students with mild 
mental retardation. The participants were 22 male and female adolescents with mild mental retardation and borderline intelligence, aged 12-22 years. They were 
randomly assigned to an experimental (N=15) and a control group (N=7). The experimental group participated in an intervention program, based on the psychological 
technique of self-talk, aiming on improving reading comprehension skills and increasing knowledge on health education issues. After the intervention, the 
performance of the experimental group on reading comprehension tests and health education knowledge tests was significantly improved (p<.05), while in the control 
group, no performance change was noticed. These findings suggest that self talk can increase the reading comprehension and the knowledge of health education in 


students with mild mental retardation. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

Verbal development and learning are a seemingly easy procedure, but it is going 
in fact about a complex code that uses symbols to allow each person to communi- 
cate (Bloom & Lahey, 1978). This procedure is not always clear, since children 
with typical development have the potential to become capable users of this new 
communication code without necessarily needing to be taught as in the case of 
written language (Andreou, 2012). 


Learning to read 1s critical for educational success and effective independent liv- 
ing. Several studies have shown that children with intellectual disabilities typi- 
cally have severe limitations in language comprehension skills compared to typi- 
cally developing children (Katsarou & Andreou, 2017; Metsala & Walley, 1998). 
Furthermore, language deficits including phonological problems and decoding 
procedures are related to the poor reading ability in children with mental retarda- 
tion (Snowling, Nash & Henderson, 2008). Unfortunately, there are limited data 
on reading comprehension abilities among children with intellectual disabilities 
and no further research has been made in receptive reading in the Greek language 
in children with intellectual disabilities. Therefore, the field of reading compre- 
hension skills in this area still remains a fruitful field of study. 


Researches applying psychological techniques on people with disabilities like 
Sherill (1997), Stamou, Theodorakis, Kokaridas, Perkos & Kessanopoulou 
(2007), Theodorakis, Goudas and Papaioannou (2003) and Kokaridas (2010) 
show that these techniques can actually have benefits on disabled individuals. 
Taking that into consideration the psychological technique of self talk was cho- 
sen due to its proof of enhancing performance (Hatzigeorgiadis, Zourbanos, 
Boubaki, & Theodorakis, 2009; Perkos, Theodorakis & Chroni, 2002). Self-talk 
has been central in cognitive behavioural modification (Meichenbaum, 1977). 
Based on the principle that what people say to themselves affects the way they 
behave (Ellis, 1976), strategies involving mental processes have been developed 
to regulate cognitions and develop or change existing thought patterns, and self 
talk is one of them. 


The research was combined with health education issues and especially in smok- 
ing prevention in an attempt to improve the well being of children with mental 
retardation (Theodorakis, Papaioannou & Karastogiannodou, 2004). 


PURPOSE: 

The purpose of the study was to examine the effect of self talk on the improve- 
ment of reading comprehension skills that aim to promote receptive language 
abilities and healthier behavior patterns of students with intellectual disabilities. 
The overall goal was to propose the first health education program in Greece that 
can be applied to students with intellectual disabilities through the use of self talk 
and reading comprehension strategies. It was hypothesized that the participants 
in the experimental group will score higher in a reading comprehension and in a 
health education knowledge test, after the intervention, while this will not be the 
case for the participants in the control group. 


METHODOLOGY: 

Participants: 

The participants were 22 male and female adolescent students (N=22, M. 
Age=16.38 years) with mild mental retardation (N=14) and borderline intelli- 


gence (N=8). Their IQ level was verified using the Greek version of WISC-III 
(Georgas, Paraskevopoulos, Bezevegkis & Giannitsa, 1997). They were ran- 
domly assigned to a control (N=7) and experimental group (N=15). The experi- 
mental group attended the intervention program, while the control group fol- 
lowed the typical school program. 


Measurements: 

Reading Comprehension, was assessed using the “Athena Test” 
(Paraskevopoulos, Kalatzi-Azizi, & Giannitsas, 1999). It is a standardized test, 
consisting of 32 linguistic items measuring reading comprehension skills. 


Knowledge on Health Education, was accessed using a standardized test devel- 
oped to access knowledge on Health Education in typical students (Theodorakis, 
Goudas, & Hassandra, 2006). 


Procedure: 

During the first measurement, students in both groups were asked to fill in the 
questionnaires of Reading Comprehension and Knowledge on Health Education 
with no further explanations from the researcher. After that, the experimental 
group had been taught the psychological technique of self talk (deep breath and 
thinking the words "I can do it") throughout a health education program that con- 
sisted of lectures and activities about smoking prevention. The duration of the 
program was 14 hours in total, spread in 7 2-hourly sessions, 2 sessions per week. 
At the end of the intervention, both groups were re-tested in the same measure- 
ments. 


RESULTS: 

Statistical analysis was conducted using SPSS 20.0. The criteria for normal dis- 
tribution was not met and thus the non parametric analysis Wilcoxon was used to 
access the differences between the first and final measurement. Moreover, the 
non parametric test Mann Whitney U was included to evaluate the differences 
between the two groups. 


Results indicated a significant increase of performance, in both measurements, 
only for the experimental group (p<.05). Findings suggest an important effect of 
self talk on the improvement of reading comprehension skills (Z= 3.43, p<.05) 
and knowledge on health education issues of students with intellectual disabili- 
ties (Z=3.424, p<0.5). From the data it was concluded that reading comprehen- 
sion performance was better in the experimental group (U=9.5, p<0.5) and in the 
overall knowledge on health education (U= 21.5 p<0.5). 


DISCUSSION: 

The purpose of this research was to examine if comprehensive and reading and 
understanding text of health education can be improved through the psychologi- 
cal technique of self talk. Burnett (2003) also indicated the improvements of lan- 
guage comprehension through self talk between children and teachers, espe- 
cially when teachers gave positive signals. The program that was used in this 
research is “I don't smoke, I exercise”, an intervention program that aims the 
avoidance of smoking and the start of exercise and was designed including five 
theories (social learning, health belief model, planned behavior theory, aim the- 
ory and theory of persuasion). 
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This research shows that self talk has positive effects on comprehensive reading 
and understanding texts of health education. This statement agrees with the 
result of other researches stating that self talk can be useful in education, since its 
positive effects can be apparent in many different education areas (Burnett, 1994; 
Ronan & Kendall, 1997). According to the results, during the first measurement 
no significant differences were found between the control group and the experi- 
mental group in any factor. However, during the final measurement the experi- 
mental group exhibited significant differences in all factors of the research. 


In comprehensive reading the experimental group achieved higher scores indi- 
cating that this psychological technique 1s useful for educational purposes as pre- 
viously mentioned. In the field of health education results agree with the results 
of Hwang, Yeagley and Petosa (2004) who claim that smoking knowledge is the 
most important short term result in an intervention program. The result on smok- 
ing effect on teenagers indicate that the experimental group individuals still 
improved their knowledge. This does not agree with the statement of the School 
Health Education Evaluation, which refers that in order to improve knowledge in 
several issues of health education 10-15 hours are sufficient. However in order to 
change the behavior more than 50 hours are necessary (Powers, Struempler, 
Guarino & Parmer, 2005). Finally the knowledge related to passive smokers also 
improved in the experimental group. The results come to agreement with other 
researches showing that discussion can activate healthy behaviors and change 
life perspective (Wertheim, Paxton, Schutz, & Muir, 1997) 


LIMITATIONS: 

The results of the present study must be treated with caution since it was only a 
small-scale investigation and children with intellectual disabilities who con- 
sisted our sample were not followed longitudinally. Therefore, there is a need for 
more longitudinal research studies on intellectual disabilities and health educa- 
tion with larger samples which will be followed from childhood right through 
adolescence and adulthood. 
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